Sexual debut is a significant step for many young women and men in the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Though the decision to have sex is often made independently of parents, previous research links sexual debut to adolescents' family life. The connection between family structure and adolescents' sexual initiation is well established: young people who live with two biological parents initiate sexual intercourse at an older age than do adolescents in other family types (Albrecht and Teachman 2003) . However, researchers are still unable to account for the family processes and dynamics that explain why family structure influences sexual behavior.
Sexual debut is a significant step for many young women and men in the transition from adolescence to adulthood. Though the decision to have sex is often made independently of parents, previous research links sexual debut to adolescents' family life. The connection between family structure and adolescents' sexual initiation is well established: young people who live with two biological parents initiate sexual intercourse at an older age than do adolescents in other family types (Albrecht and Teachman 2003) . However, researchers are still unable to account for the family processes and dynamics that explain why family structure influences sexual behavior.
Parenting practices are one aspect of these family processes that may act as an explanation for the link between family composition and adolescents' sexual decision making. Previous research shows that parental involvement (Longmore, Manning, and Giordano 2001; Luster and Small 1994; Whitbeck et al. 1999 ) and parent-teen relationship quality (Jessor et al. 1983 ) are related to sexual debut. Positive parenting practices may foster personal and social responsibility among teens, and it may influence adolescents' sexual behavior through the guidance, communication of values, and knowledge that parents provide. Researchers have explored parental involvement as a mechanism for the link between household composition and behavior, suggesting that adolescents in nontraditional family forms differ in the amount of supervision they receive, in the quality of their parent-teen relationships, and in the types and amounts of their parental involvement (e.g., Lee 1993; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) . These studies often focus on monitoring and parental control alone; however, other forms of involvement may be more salient for older children.
The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health) 1 provides a unique opportunity to examine several aspects of parental involvement that may be especially influential for adolescents' sexual decision making. In this study, we unite literature about the ways in which family structure and parental involvement influence sexual behavior by examining the aspects of parental involvement that are associated with adolescent sexual initiation, and whether these parenting practices explain the link between family structure and sexual debut. The effects of family structure and parental involvement likely differ by gender and among racial/ethnic groups (Amato and Booth 1997; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; McLoyd et al. 2000; Moore 2001 ); therefore, we also examine whether these relationships exist for both boys and girls and among non-Latino/a white, African American, and Latino/a adolescents.
BACKGROUND
Family structure is consistently found to be an important predictor of teenagers' sexual debut and its timing. Adolescents living with single or remarried parents tend to initiate sex earlier than those living with both biological parents (Brewster 1994; Brewster, Billy, and Grady 1993; Moore 2001; Newcomer and Udry 1987; Thornton and Camburn 1987; Udry and Billy 1987; Whitbeck et al. 1999) . Parental involvement may be an explanation for this link, as previous researchers have suggested that adolescents in single or remarried families have less involved parents than do adolescents who live with both biological parents (Lee 1993; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) .
Studies that explore parental involvement as a mechanism often examine whether differences in parental monitoring and control explain the impact of family structure on adolescent sexual behavior, but their findings suggest that these aspects of parenting are not the answer (Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Wu and Martinson 1993) . Furthermore, though some research has found that parental monitoring and discipline reduce the likelihood that a teenager will initiate sex (Longmore et al. 2001; Luster and Small 1994; Moore, Peterson, and Furstenberg 1986) , others have found that excessive parental control and coercive parenting results in ear-lier sexual initiation than does more moderate control, especially when continued in the later years of adolescence (Longmore et al. 2001; Miller et al. 1986; Whitbeck et al. 1999) . As children progress through adolescence, their growing need for autonomy but continued need for guidance from parents require a shift in parenting style (Maccoby and Martin 1983; Muller 1998) . Consequently, other forms of parental involvement, such as parental availability, positive parent-teen relationships, and open communication, may be more salient for older children.
Recent research supports this hypothesis. Using cross-sectional data from the 1997 National Longitudinal Study of Youth, Moore (2001) found that parental support partially mediates the relationship between some forms of family structure and the timing of first intercourse. In a cross-sectional study using data from Add Health, Davis and Friel (2001) found that family structure had a limited influence on sexual initiation, after accounting for family context, including the quality of mother-teen relationships, participation in shared activities with the mother, and maternal communication about sex. In addition, Miller, Forehand, and Kotchick (1999) found that among African American and Latino/a adolescents, family structure did not influence sexual behavior (including the frequency of intercourse and number of sexual partners); rather, sexual behavior was associated with maternal monitoring and communication. Taken together, these studies suggest a complex relationship among family structure, parental involvement, and adolescent sexual initiation that is not fully understood. In addition, as these studies used cross-sectional rather than longitudinal data, causal order is impossible to assess; therefore, it is unclear whether parental involvement is an actual mechanism through which household composition influences adolescent sexual decision making. Our article can better examine these relationships by investigating the ways in which several aspects of positive parenting influence sexual debut using a nationally representative and longitudinal study of adolescents.
Parental Involvement and Parent-Teen Relationships
Previous research demonstrates that many different parenting practices are associated with adolescents' sexual decision making. As mentioned above, direct supervision and control may not be the most important parenting practice to deter adolescent sexual behavior. However, teenagers still need parents even in the face of their emerging independence and changing parent-teen relationships (Baumrind 1978) . This study attempts to gauge how parental involvement that better represents dynamics between maturing teens and their parents influences sexual initiation. We tap four possible aspects of these parenting practices.
Parental availability and household organization influence prosocial behaviors, such as academic achievement and decreased participation in risk-taking activities (Crosnoe, Erickson, and Dornbusch 2002; Schneider 1993) . Simply being at home for dinner in the evening may signal that parents are there to offer guidance and structure without the more explicit behavior control that is negatively associated with outcomes for older teens. Adolescents who share meals with their parents are engaged in fewer behavior problems, possibly because a shared mealtime indicates a more stable and organized family life (Hofferth and Sandberg 2001) . Furthermore, when a lack of parental availability extends into the late afternoon or evening hours, behavior problems increase (Muller and Kerbow 1993) , suggesting that this is a critical time of day. This study explicitly evaluates how being available during dinner time impacts adolescent sexual decision making.
Many parents share such activities as attending events (e.g., sporting events, movies, or concerts), religious services, or shopping with their sons and daughters. This form of involvement is more likely to take place outside the home, and may thus provide an opportunity to interact with other families, an occasion for parents to gauge adolescents' interests, or simply a time to share common experiences. Though this form of involvement may depend on available parental and community resources, it may still be an important avenue for successful parenting. Our study distinguishes this type of parent-teen interaction from other forms of involvement and recognizes the unique role that it may play in explaining the relationships between family structure and sexual initiation.
Strong parent-teen relationships also signify positive parenting. Adolescents who feel supported and cared for by their parents may be more receptive to their guidance and more accepting of their values. Previous research finds that strong parent-child relationships significantly decrease the odds of sexual debut, especially among female adolescents (Davis and Friel 2001; Jaccard and Dittus 1996; Jaccard, Dittus, and Gordon 2000; Jessor et al. 1983; Luster and Small 1994; McNeely et al. 2002; Moore 2001 ). In addition, adolescents who feel rejected by parents are more likely to initiate sexual intercourse (Whitbeck et al. 1999) .
High levels of parental support and strong parent-child relationships may lead to enhanced communication between parents and adolescents, and communication about sex may also be associated with sexual initiation, though results from previous research are inconclusive (Miller 2002; Miller, Benson, and Galbraith 2001) . Some studies find that male and female adolescents' ability to discuss sex with their parents leads to a lower likelihood of sexual debut (Furstenberg, Moore, and Peterson 1985) . Female adolescents are more likely to discuss sex and dating with parents (De Gaston, Weed, and Jensen 1996) , a factor that seems to decrease their odds of sexual initiation (Moore et al. 1986) . However, in a study using one panel of data from Add Health, Davis and Friel (2001) found that young people who discussed sex with their mother were more likely to have had sex. This study was cross-sectional and included adolescents who were already sexually active; therefore, the causal direction of this relationship is unclear. Parents may adjust their behavior in response to their children's behaviors (Muller 1998) , and Davis and Friel's findings may have resulted because mothers may talk about sex more with their teens once they become sexually active. Because we rely on longitudinal data, our study can better test the causal relationship between communication about sex and first intercourse by establishing temporal order, which is one important component of causation.
Gender and Racial/Ethnic Differences
The links among family structure, parental involvement, and adolescent sexual decision making likely differ by gender and racial/ethnic background, and previ-ous studies demonstrate the importance of considering race and gender differences when studying adolescent sexual behavior. Research consistently indicates that African American adolescents are more likely to initiate sex at a younger age than are non-Latino/a white adolescents (Brewster 1994; Furstenberg et al. 1987; Moore 2001) . In addition, studies have found that boys are more likely than girls to initiate sex during early adolescence (De Gaston, Jensen, and Weed 1995; De Gaston et al. 1996; Furstenberg et al. 1987; Luster and Small 1994) , though recent research suggests that male and female adolescents are becoming more similar in their sexual behavior, including timing of sexual debut and recency of sex (Alan Guttmacher Institute 1999; De Gaston et al. 1995; Santelli et al. 2000; Terry and Manlove 2000) .
Furthermore, previous research suggests that family influences on sexual behavior are not identical for all adolescents. Moore (2001) and Moore and ChaseLansdale (2001) found that though non-Latino/a white adolescents living in stepfamilies may be relatively more likely to initiate sex, African American adolescents in stepfamily households are not. Moore and Chase-Lansdale suggest two reasons for this finding. First, owing to high nonmarital birth rates among African Americans, African American stepfamilies are more likely to be first marriages occurring after a child's birth. A transition into a first-marriage stepfamily may not be accompanied by the conflict and disruption that characterize stepfamilies formed through divorce and remarriage. Second, in light of low marriage rates among African American women in general, remarried African American women may be more advantaged than are single African American women. Other research suggests that nonwhite children are less influenced by parental conflict, separation, and divorce than are non-Latino/a white children, for two reasons. For minority children, these disruptions are more likely to occur within a context of many and ongoing stressful events, and extended family networks and greater involvement of grandmothers help shield them from the stress of family turbulence (see McLoyd et al. 2000 for review) .
Parenting styles and the effectiveness of different parenting practices may also vary by racial/ethnic identity (Baumrind 1996) . For example, hierarchical parenting styles (characterized by parental decision making and behavioral control) and physical discipline are often not associated with negative behavioral outcomes for African American and Latino/a children as they are for non-Latino/a white children (Deater-Deckard and Dodge 1997; Lindahl and Malik 1999) . Explanations for these findings often focus on cultural norms, suggesting that different groups perceive parenting practices differently and that the effect of these practices depends on children's perceptions of them (Baumrind 1997; Deater-Deckard and Dodge 1997; Lindahl and Malik 1999) . Though these studies have focused on discipline and parental control, it is possible that racial/ethnic differences could also extend to other forms of parental involvement.
Adolescents' reactions to family context may also be gendered. Though existing research suggests that male and female adolescents respond differently to living in an "alternative" family structure, whether boys or girls are more strongly affected depends on the outcome (Amato 2000; Davis and Friel 2001; Simons et al. 1994) . This may also be the case for parental involvement (Amato and Booth 1997) . Some research suggests that relationships with parents influences girls' sexual decision making more than boys (McNeely et al. 2002; Moore et al. 1986) and that girls may feel a greater ability to communicate with parents about sensitive subjects (De Gaston et al. 1996) . These findings may signify that girls are more influenced than boys by their relationships with others (Gilligan 1982) . Consequently, it is important to consider whether family structures and parenting practices impact young men and women's sexual behavior differently.
HYPOTHESES
This article examines how the four facets of parental involvement already described-shared dinnertime, parent-teen relationship quality, participation in shared activities, and communication about sexuality-are related to sexual debut. It attempts further understanding of the link between household composition and sexual debut by investigating whether parental involvement mediates this relationship, expanding on previous research in three important ways. First, it uses data from a nationally representative and longitudinal sample of American teenagers. Second, it simultaneously examines several parenting practices that are most salient for older children. Third, motivated by existing research on variations in family influence on adolescent behavior, it tests for gender and racial/ ethnic differences in relationships among household composition, parental involvement, and sexual initiation.
A review of related research leads to several hypotheses regarding the link between adolescent family life and sexual debut. The first hypothesis predicts (as others have found) that family structure is associated with sexual initiation, such that adolescents who live with two biological parents will be more likely than those in other families to delay sexual debut. Prior studies support our belief that the association between sexual initiation and specific family forms will differ by gender and racial/ethnic identity. A particular expectation is that African Americans living in stepfamilies will not be more likely to initiate sexual activity than will those living in homes with two biological parents. Because the research on gender and family structure is inconsistent, we cannot predict how the effect of family structure may vary for young men and young women. A second hypothesis concerns the role of parenting practices in adolescent sexual decision making. We anticipate that parental involvement that includes shared dinnertime, close parent-teen relationships, shared activities, and frequent discussion of sex will also be associated with delayed sexual initiation for all adolescents, though we expect certain parenting practices to be more salient for some groups. Research on gender and parental involvement suggests that relationship quality and communication about sex will be more strongly related to sexual initiation for young women than for young men. In addition, aspects of parental involvement that may be related to family and community resources, such as shared dinnertime and participation in joint activities, may be more weakly related to the sexual choices of African American or Latino/a teenagers as compared to non-Latino/a white adolescents. However, we expect that other parenting practices, such as relationship quality and communication about sex, will be universally related to sexual debut. Finally, previous work by Davis and Friel (2001) and Moore (2001) forms a basis for predicting that parental involvement will at least partially mediate the association between family structure and sexual initiation. Furthermore, we expect that parental involvement will be a stronger predictor of sexual debut than family structure.
DATA AND METHODS

Sample
This research is based on data from Add Health, a nationally representative, school-based study that surveyed 20,745 students in grades 7 through 12, collecting data on adolescents' health-related behaviors. The Add Health sample draws from a random sample of high schools in the United States that were stratified by region, urbanicity, size, type, racial composition and grade span. Students selected from these 80 high schools and their feeder middle schools participated in in-home interviews conducted in 1995 (Wave I) and 1996 (Wave II). The Wave I data collection effort also interviewed students' parents, usually their resident mothers (or other female guardian, including stepmothers and grandmothers).
This analysis is confined to students who completed Wave I and Wave II inhome interviews ( n ϭ 14,736), reported that they had not had intercourse before Wave I ( n ϭ 9,551), and reported their virginity status at Wave II ( n ϭ 9,439). 2 Excluding Wave 1 nonvirgins from the sample may introduce some bias in the analyses; however, this is the only way in which to establish correct temporal order and ensure that parenting is a predictor of, rather than a response to, sexual behavior. (Descriptive statistics for the sample and for the excluded Wave 1 nonvirgins are compared in the Appendix.) The study's sample differs from the excluded nonvirgins in predictable ways: respondents in the sample tend to be more advantaged, as they are more likely to live with two biological parents, have more involved parents, and have parents with higher levels of education and income. In addition, they are more likely to be younger, female, and nonLatino/a white or Asian.
This study also only included respondents with a valid sampling weight ( n ϭ 8,717), 3 who were living with a parent or a person acting as a parent at Wave I ( n ϭ 8,672), were not missing all Wave I parental involvement items ( n ϭ 8,666), and reported their racial/ethnic identity. This leaves a final sample size of 8,663.
The Add Health data set is appropriate and advantageous for this study for several reasons. It is longitudinal and nationally representative, and it contains extensive information about adolescents' sexual behavior, household composition, and parents' involvement in their lives. In addition, because both boys and girls were interviewed and African American and Latino/a students were oversampled, we can investigate whether any gender or racial/ethnic differences exist in relationships between family life and sexual behavior.
Measures
Sexual Initiation . The study's outcome variable is based on responses to a question from the Wave II interview asking students whether they have ever had sex-ual intercourse. Because the sample was composed of adolescents who had not yet initiated sexual intercourse at Wave I, this variable indicates whether respondents experienced first sex between the Wave I and Wave II interviews.
Family Structure. The measure of family structure is based on answers to questions about who lived in the adolescent's household at Wave I. During the Wave I interview, respondents listed all people living in their primary residence and then reported their relationship to each. When listing a father or mother, adolescents clarified whether that parent was a biological parent, stepparent, adoptive parent, foster parent, or other parent. These reports formed the basis for constructing seven categories: living with (1) two biological parents, (2) a biological mother and a stepfather, (3) a biological father and a stepmother, (4) some other twoparent family (e.g., two adoptive parents), (5) a single mother, (6) a single father, or (7) some other type of family (e.g., grandparents).
Shared Dinnertime. Parental availability during dinnertime was measured using a question from the Wave I interview: "On how many of the past 7 days was at least one of your parents in the room with you while you ate your evening meal?" This was recorded on an 8-point scale from 0 to 7.
Relationship Quality. Parent-teen relationship quality was measured using five questions from the Wave I interview that asked respondents to report the following about each resident parent: (1) How close do you feel to your mother (father)? (2) How much do you think she (he) cares about you? (3) Overall, you are satisfied with your relationship with your mother (father). (4) Most of the time, your mother (father) is warm and loving toward you. (5) You are satisfied with the way your mother (father) and you communicate. 4 Responses for questions 1 and 2 were coded 1 (not at all), 2 (very little), 3 (somewhat), 4 (quite a bit), or 5 (very much). Responses to questions 3, 4, and 5 were coded 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neither agree nor disagree), 4 (agree), or 5 (strongly agree). The maximum response was taken for each item (whether from mother or father) and we constructed an index by standardizing the items and taking the mean score. The index itself was then standardized (alpha ϭ .83).
For several reasons, we combined questions about the quality of teenagers' relationships with their mother and father into one variable. Other parental involvement measures, a parental availability item, and the communication about sex variable, cannot be disaggregated because they refer to only one parent. In addition, because this study focused on various aspects of parental involvement, we combined measures for parsimony. Furthermore, the analysis included many family forms-to explore fully whether the gender of a parent influences the relationship between parental involvement and teenagers' sexual behavior would require examination of stepparent and single-parent families separately. Similarly, we recorded the maximum response from any parent rather than an averaged or summed response to ensure that this variable did not depend on the number or gender of parents in the household. Existing research stresses that the quality of involvement is more important than the number of parents providing it or the consistency between parents (Bronfenbrenner and Morris 1998; Steinberg 2001) .
Shared Parent-Teen Activities. The study measured participation in shared activities (Wave I) by asking respondents whether they participated in any of the following activities with their resident mother or father in the past four weeks: (1) shopping; (2) playing a sport, (3) religious services or church-related events; (4) movies, plays, museums, concerts, or sports events; and (5) projects for school. Responses were coded 1 (yes) or 0 (no). The maximum responses for each item (whether from mother or father) were summed to create a single variable. Activities with mother and father were combined for the same reasons that we combined items measuring parent-teen relationship quality.
Communication about Sex. Because students were not asked how often they communicate about sex with their parents, we obtained this measure from the parent questionnaire (Wave I). Parents were asked how much they talked to their adolescent about sex, and responses were coded 1 (not at all), 2 (somewhat), 3 (a moderate amount), and 4 (a great deal).
Control Variables
All models controlled for students' background characteristics, including gender, racial/ethnic identity, parents' highest level of education, family income, and grade level at the time of the Wave I interview. Racial/ethnic identity could be reported as non-Latino/a white, African American, Latino/a, 5 Asian or Pacific Islander, and other. Parents' highest level of education was taken from the parent questionnaire that asked the highest level of education of each parent in the household. This study made use of the report from the resident parent with the higher education level. If the parent questionnaire was not administered (or if the response was missing), the parent's education level reported by the adolescent served as a substitute. Parents' highest education level was an ordinal variable coded to indicate that he or she (1) did not complete high school, (2) was a highschool graduate or equivalent, (3) completed some college, (4) earned a four-year college degree, or (5) obtained professional training beyond a four-year college degree. The parent questionnaire also furnished data on family income measured in thousands of dollars (range, 0-999 thousand) . Because this variable is highly skewed, we tested models that included a logged measure of income and obtained similar results; therefore, measuring income in dollars simplified interpretation. Grade level was a proxy for age. Because previous research indicates that parental involvement varies by student's grade level (Eccles et al. 1993) , we controlled on this measure rather than on age. 6 We used mean and mode substitution for missing cases on all independent variables and, for parsimony, included only statistically significant indicators of the substitution in the models. Findings from models using listwise deletion produced results similar to those presented here. 7
Analytic Plan
Initial assessment of gender and racial/ethnic differences in sexual initiation, parental involvement, and family structure used bivariate descriptive statistics and between-group comparisons of means. Next, two multivariate logistic regression models estimated the effects of family structure and parental involvement on sexual initiation between Wave I and Wave II. Model 1 includes only the measure of family structure and control variables. Model 2 additionally includes four measures of parental involvement. This allowed estimation of their independent effects and whether they mediated any relationships established between family structure and sexual initiation. The study first examined these two models for the total sample, then investigated these relationships separately for young men and women and for non-Latino/a white, African American, and Latino/a respondents. Though the study used five categories of racial/ethnic identity in models predicting sexual initiation for the total sample, this article presents analyses only for the three groups mentioned above because few respondents reported being Asian or Pacific Islander ( n ϭ 707) or some other racial/ethnic identity ( n ϭ 234). Estimates from models for these groups were unreliable given the small number of cases in each racial/ethnic category.
RESULTS
Descriptive Analysis
Because this article examines whether relationships among parental involvement, family structure, and sexual initiation vary by gender and racial/ethnic identity, gender and racial/ethnic differences in these variables are considered first. Descriptive statistics, shown in Table 1 , indicate that approximately 19% of the sample initiated sexual intercourse between Wave I and Wave II. The proportion of young men and women who experience first sex is similar, but slightly higher proportions of African American adolescents reported sexual debut between waves as compared to adolescents from other racial/ethnic backgrounds.
Table 1 also indicates that there are gender and racial/ethnic differences in the types and levels of parental involvement that adolescents receive. Female adolescents reported a lower level of parent-teen relationship quality than did males, but parents reported discussing sex with their daughters more frequently than with their sons. In addition, African American teens reported fewer shared dinners with parents than did non-Latino/a white adolescents, but they communicated about sex with their parents more frequently. Latino/a adolescents reported relatively poorer parent-teen relationship quality than did both non-Latino/a white and African American adolescents, and they discussed sex with their parents less frequently than did African American teens. Both African American and Latino/a adolescents reported participation in fewer shared activities with parents than did non-Latino/a white teens.
Household composition also differs by gender and racial/ethnic identity. Girls were less likely than boys to live with a single father or a father and stepmother, and they were more likely than boys to live with a single mother (though teens of both genders were more likely to live with their mother). More non-Latino/a white adolescents reported living with two biological parents than did African American or Latino/a teens. More African American and Latino/a adolescents lived with single mothers as compared to non-Latino/a white teens, and fewer African American adolescents lived with stepparents than did non-Latino/a white or Latino/a adolescents. 
Family Structure, Parental Involvement, and Sexual Initiation
The base model (Model 1) for the total sample, shown in Table 2 , indicated that living in any family structure other than with both biological parents was positively related to sexual initiation. This association differed somewhat for female adolescents: when they lived with their biological father but without their biological mother (alone or with a stepmother), they were not more likely than young women living with both biological parents to initiate sex. 8 The association between family structure and sexual debut also varied by racial/ethnic identity. Living in stepparent families had a significant, positive relationship to sexual initiation for non-Latino/a white and Latino/a but not for African American adolescents. 9 Models estimating effects of parental involvement on sexual debut examined whether these variables mediated the effects of family structure. The full models (Model 2), presented in Table 2 , included the study's four measures of parental involvement. Findings for the total sample indicated that shared dinnertime, parent-teen relationship quality, and communication about sex all had independent and significant associations with sexual initiation. Among the total sample, each additional day of the week in which an adolescent's parent was available during dinner was associated with an approximately 6.3% decrease in their odds of sexual initiation. 10 A one standard deviation increase in the quality of the parentteen relationship resulted in an estimated 10.5% decrease in the odds of sexual debut. Adolescents whose parents discussed sex with them more often were predicted to be 16% more likely to experience sexual debut between Waves I and II. 11 The independent relationships among family structure, parental involvement, and sexual initiation varied by gender and racial/ethnic identity. For boys, only one involvement variable-parental availability at dinnertime-was significantly related to sexual debut. Conversely, girls who reported greater relationship quality, more frequent participation in shared activities, less frequent communication about sex, and more frequent shared dinnertimes were significantly less likely to experience first sex. 12 This study's measures of parental involvement did not uniformly predict sexual initiation for adolescents from different racial/ethnic backgrounds. 13 Table 2 indicates that each measure of parental involvement was significantly associated with sexual initiation for non-Latino/a white adolescents; however, these measures of parental involvement were, in most cases, not associated with sexual debut among African American and Latino/a teenagers. Though the directions of the coefficients for these three groups were generally similar, estimates suggested that African American teenagers who frequently participated in shared activities with parents were more likely to experience first sex. Only one form of involvement significantly predicted first sex for Latino/a teenagers: communication about sex was positively related to sexual initiation for these adolescents.
In most cases, introducing indicators of parental involvement into the model did not significantly attenuate the estimated effects of family structure among the total sample or among subsamples of young men, young women, or racial/ethnic groups. However, there were a few exceptions. When parental involvement was controlled, living with a single mother no longer significantly predicted sexual debut for young women or Latino/as. These parenting measures also explained the predicted effect of living with a stepfather among Latino/as. In addition, parental involvement partially explained the positive relationships between living with a single father and sexual initiation among non-Latino/a white adolescents. However, t-tests indicated that the estimated coefficients for family structure were not significantly reduced; therefore, this study's results suggested that family structure and parental involvement are, for the most part, independently associated with sexual initiation.
DISCUSSION
This study provides new information about the complex relationships among family structure, parental involvement, and adolescent sexual decision making. Though the association between family structure and adolescent sexual initiation is well established, we sought to further explore a potential mechanism for this link. We proposed that one possible mediator for this relationship is parenting practices: young people living with two biological parents may receive more parental involvement than do adolescents in other families. Though other researchers have examined this explanation (Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Wu and Martinson 1993) , their focus has often been on parental monitoring and control. Our study recognizes that adolescents require guidance and support at the same time at which they are striving for independence and autonomy; therefore, we created measures of parental involvement to reflect these needs.
Supporting our first hypothesis, we found that young people living with two biological parents were less likely than those living in other family forms to initiate first sex; however, the estimated effects of living in each of these "alternative" family structures were not uniform across all groups of adolescents. For example, as expected, African American adolescents in stepfamilies were no more likely than those living with both biological parents to experience sexual debut. This is consistent with studies by Moore (2001) and Moore and Chase-Lansdale (2001) and provides additional evidence that this type of family transition may be quite different (as in the case of first-marriage stepfamilies) for African Americans. In addition, for young women, living with a biological father (alone or with a stepmother) was not associated with increased odds of sexual debut, though it was for young men. A possible explanation for this finding is that fathers may send sons and daughters different messages about sex; however, these findings may also result from the sample's small number of young women who live with their fathers.
Our second hypothesis predicted that parents who are involved in their teens' lives have adolescents who delay sexual initiation. Study results indicated that white adolescents with parents who are available at dinnertime, a critical point in the day, were less likely to initiate first sex. A shared dinnertime suggests that parents are providing structure to the household and much-needed time to their sons and daughters. Findings further suggest that this may not be a critical aspect of involvement associated with delayed sexual initiation among African American and Latino/a adolescents.
The finding that positive parent-teen relationships decrease the odds of initiat-ing sex among non-Latino/a white and female adolescents is consistent with previous research (Davis and Friel 2001; Jaccard and Dittus 1996; Jaccard et al. 2000; Jessor et al. 1983; Luster and Small 1994; McNeely et al. 2002; Moore 2001; Whitbeck et al. 1999) . Strong parent-teen relationships not only promote social support; they may lead adolescents to place more importance on their parents' beliefs. The fact that this aspect of parenting is particularly important for female adolescents may reflect young women's greater sensitivity to and dependence on interpersonal relationships (Gilligan 1982) .
Results also suggest that non-Latino/a white adolescents and young women who participated in shared activities with parents were less likely to experience first sex. Participation in shared activities provides adolescents and their parents another opportunity to communicate. This may encourage a shared orientation or set of values, reducing an adolescent's likelihood of initiating sexual activity. These results may also stem from adolescents' participation in prosocial activities.
Contrary to our expectations, adolescents (specifically white, Latino/a, and female adolescents) who discussed sex more often with their parents (as reported by the parents) were more likely to initiate sex. These results are consistent with the study by Davis and Friel (2001) but inconsistent with other studies that find an opposite relationship between parent-teen communication about sex and sexual initiation (Furstenberg et al. 1985; Moore et al. 1986 ) and should, therefore, be interpreted with caution. This discrepancy may be due to measurement: this study (and that of Davis and Friel 2001) relied on parent reports of communication, but those studies that found a negative association used adolescents' reports (Furstenberg et al. 1985) . Some research suggests that parents and adolescents often disagree about how much they communicate about sex (Jaccard, Dittus, and Gordon 1998) , and the meaning of communication about sex for adolescents depends on who reports it (Jaccard et al. 1998; Newcomer and Udry 1985) . Nonetheless, our findings may reflect that adolescents who are considering sexual initiation likely discuss sex with their parents, and parents who sense that their teenagers may become sexually active may discuss sex with them.
Many of our parental-involvement measures did not predict sexual initiation for African American or Latino/a adolescents; and for African Americans, participating in shared activities with parents actually increased their likelihood of initiating sex. There are several potential reasons for these findings. First, the Appendix indicates that omitting Wave I nonvirgins from the analyses resulted in a disproportionate exclusion of African American and Latino/a teens, possibly attenuating and even biasing results. This may explain why we did not find a relationship between parent-teen relationship quality and sexual debut for nonwhite teens, one that others have found in cross-sectional studies (Miller et al. 1999; Moore 2001) . However, existing research also suggests racial/ethnic differences in family process, and our findings may reflect this.
Though we are unable to fully account for these differences in this study, others have suggested that there are cultural differences in parenting between racial/ ethnic groups (Baumrind 1996; McLoyd et al. 2000) . In addition, more structural factors may be at work. For example, race shapes families' residential options, and African American families tend to live in lower-income neighborhoods regardless of their own socioeconomic status (Alba, Logan, and Stults 2000) . Residential segregation may affect the availability of some activities to minority adolescents and their parents, and these teens and their parents may be more likely to engage in other activities not measured in Add Health. Most likely, a combination of both cultural and structural factors is at play; however, this study cannot offer a clear explanation for why these differences occur. Existing theories about parenting and parental involvement are based on white-dominated samples, and there have been relatively few observational studies of families of color (McLoyd et al. 2000) ; therefore, a full understanding of these family processes is still lacking.
A primary purpose of this study, reflected in the third hypothesis, was to examine whether parental involvement explained the link between family structure and sexual initiation. This hypothesis was largely unsupported; however, there are a few exceptions. First, parental involvement did explain the significant positive relationship between living with a single mother and first sex among young women and Latino/as. In addition, parenting appears to have mediated the positive relationships between sexual initiation and living with a single father among nonLatino/a white teens or living with a stepfather among Latino/a adolescents. Thus, though in some instances the findings partially support prior studies that suggest that parenting strategies can account for some of the outcomes associated with family structure (Lee 1993; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Moore 2001) , overall results suggest that parenting (or those aspects of parenting studied here) is not an important mechanism for the effects of family structure on sexual decision making. This is inconsistent with the findings of Davis and Friel (2001) ; however, the use here of a more detailed measure of family structure and longitudinal data may offer more confidence in our findings.
Parental modeling and family turbulence are two other theoretical mechanisms that were not studied here but could account for the large family structure effects that remain unexplained. Previous researchers have suggested that single and divorced parents may be less likely than those who remain married to believe that nonmarital sexual intercourse is wrong (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Thornton and Camburn 1987) and that they may convey these beliefs to their children either directly or through their own dating behavior. Unfortunately, Add Health does not provide adequate information to test this hypothesis. The turbulence perspective suggests that the parental conflict and lack of emotional security that accompany divorce and remarriage cause adolescents to disengage from families and seek emotional support elsewhere, such as from peers or romantic partners (Albrecht and Teachman 2003; Wu and Martinson 1993) . In addition, changes in family structure may bring about disruptions in financial, social, and emotional resources available to adolescents (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994) . In analyses not shown, we tested whether a change in family structure between survey waves influenced sexual initiation and found that adolescents who experienced a change were significantly more likely to have had first sex than were those whose household composition remained the same. However, including this variable in models did not change the findings presented here. This suggests that the effect of living in a family other than with two biological parents at Wave I may be due in part to pre-vious disruptions in these families, such as divorce and remarriage. Instability is not necessarily a separate mechanism; family disruptions could work through their effect on parent-teen relationships and parental involvement. A full analysis of this mechanism, though beyond the scope of this article, is needed to fully understand how family turbulence could impact adolescent sexual decision making.
We should note some study limitations. First, this study examined racial/ethnic and gender differences separately; however, experiences of race and gender are not mutually exclusive but are intertwined: the experience of race is shaped by gender and vice versa. However, the detail with which we modeled family-structure effects prohibits an adequate examination of these race/gender intersections because the sample size within each category would be too small. It is thus likely that our findings for gender differences are predominantly driven by the largest racial/ethnic group in our sample-non-Latino/a white adolescents. Second, the approximate period between Wave I and Wave II interviews was only one year; therefore, the benefits of conducting a longitudinal study are somewhat attenuated. Nevertheless, this short period likely leads to underestimation of effects, which offers greater confidence in our findings. In addition, because respondents who were in twelfth grade at the time of Wave I were not interviewed at Wave II, high-school seniors were not represented in the analyses. However, because a majority of teens have sex before high-school graduation (Alan Guttmacher Institute 1999), many of these respondents would have been excluded from the analyses because they would have likely experienced sexual debut before Wave I.
A longitudinal analysis is imperative to establish a causal relationship; however, we cannot be certain that either family structure or parental involvement causes adolescent sexual initiation. Nonetheless, our study is an important step in establishing a temporal order in the sequence of events. Finally, there are, no doubt, some aspects of family context that our measures of parental involvement and family structure do not capture, and there may be other measures of parenting that do help to explain the relationship between family structure and parental involvement. Future studies that capture additional aspects of adolescents' family life are needed.
In sum, this study provides more information about how different aspects of family relationships and processes are related to adolescents' sexual decision making. Results suggest that positive parenting practices, such as being available, spending time with teens outside the home, forming strong relationships, and communicating about sexual matters, are important ways in which parents influence sexual behavior, though predicted effects depend on adolescents' gender and racial/ethnic identity. In fact, the findings about the role of parental involvement in adolescents' sexual decision making appear to be driven by young women and non-Latino/a white adolescents. Our analysis, therefore, warns against generalizing findings on parental involvement and family structure to all adolescents. In addition, though previous research suggests that parental involvement may account for the link between family structure and sexual debut, we find a strong association between family structure and sexual initiation that, in most cases, is not explained through family income, parent's education, or our measures of parental involvement. Rather, parental involvement and family structure seem to be largely independently related to sexual debut. Future research should continue to explore these relationships-especially the processes that connect family structure and parental involvement to sexual behavior. Bearman and Bruckner (2001) , respondents who reported at Wave I that they had experienced sexual debut but reported being a virgin at Wave II are excluded from analyses. 3. Add Health did not assign sample weights to some respondents for various reasons.
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These factors are taken into account in the final design of the weights to achieve national representativeness. 4. Resident parent could refer to a biological parent, stepparent, adoptive parent, foster parent, or any other parent who functions as a mother or father for the adolescent. 5. We recognize that Latino/as are not a monolithic group, though they are treated as such in this analysis. Separate models predicting sexual initiation among Mexican-origin adolescents (not shown), however, revealed similar findings to those presented here. We kept Mexican-origin, Puerto Rican, Cuban, and other Latino/a adolescents grouped together to retain our sample size. 6. Substituting age for grade level had no impact on results. 7. Previous research has found that adolescent religiosity is associated both with family context (Amato and Booth 1997; Myers 1996; Regnerus, Smith, and Smith 2004) and adolescent sexual behavior (Nonnemaker, McNeely, and Blum 2003; Rostosky et al. 2004) . Models that control for religiosity produce no significant differences in our findings. 8. To test for significant differences in results between gender and racial/ethnic groups, we estimated models (not shown) with the total sample that included interaction terms between race or gender and the variable of interest. Interaction terms indicated that the different estimated effects of family structure for male and female adolescents were not statistically significant. 9. The differences among non-Latino/a white, Latino/a, and African Americans in the estimated effect of living in a stepfamily were not statistically significant. Additionally, other racial/ethnic differences in the association between family structure and sexual initiation could have resulted from small cell sizes for some family structure categories and the large standard errors for these estimated coefficients (e.g., single father households). 10. Odds ratios for negative regression coefficients are calculated and interpreted in the following manner: 1 Ϫ exp(␤) ϭ 1 Ϫ .937 ϭ .063 ϫ 100 ϭ 6.3%, or a 6.3% decrease in the predicted likelihood of sexual initiation. 11. Odds ratios for positive regression coefficients are calculated and interpreted in the fol-lowing manner: exp(␤) ϭ 1.160 ϫ 100 ϭ 116%, or a 16% increase in the predicted likelihood of sexual initiation. 12. In analyses not shown, however, interaction terms indicated that these gender differences were not statistically significant. 13. Interaction terms (not shown) indicated that these racial/ethnic differences were not statistically significant, with one exception: there was a significant interaction between racial/ethnic identity and shared activities, indicating that the coefficient for participation in shared activities for African American adolescents was significantly greater than the same coefficient for non-Latino/a whites (t ϭ 3.234).
